Bioethics in Faith and
Throughout church history, spiritual authorities have offered a variety of explanations for mental illness. Some teach that a mental disability is a punishment for sin or for a lack of faith. Others hold that it is evidence of demonic possession, and still others believe it to be a test from God to develop virtue. Some church-goers have even suggested that the mentally ill are not "persons in the full sense," thereby questioning their autonomy and the extent of God's grace for their actions and behaviors.
To truly understand what the Bible teaches about all this, we must explore the scriptural integration of the body, soul, and spirit.
In 1 Thessalonians, Paul prays for the whole sanctification the believers in Thessalonica (5:23), that their spirit, soul, and body would be preserved. Hebrews 4:12 affirms that the word of the Lord reaches and discerns the thoughts and intents of the heart. Both imply an interaction between the body, soul, and spirit: a dynamic, symbiotic relationship. This tripartite relationship is as follows: the body (brain), soul (mind, will, and emotions), and spirit (the part made alive in God). However, the presence of sin in the world has distorted the body and the mind. This becomes important when we consider the separation some Christians place between the brain and the rest of the body, separating the physical and metaphysical aspects. I believe, through my academic studies, that mental illnesses are physiological disorders. The brain is a physical organ like the rest of the body and is physically affected, similar to how the lungs are affected by the smoke of a fire.
The biblical term heart (lawbab / lebab in Hebrew, kardia in Greek) describes the heart as the center of one's being (Proverbs 4:23) where belief and faith are exercised (Luke 24:25, Romans 10:9-10). Peter describes the "hidden man of the heart" or "inner self" (1 Peter 3:4). Thus understood, the heart is the epicenter of human deliberation, the place where wisdom is applied. If understanding is the function of the mind (Job 38:36), then it has an undeniable connection to the heart, discerning right and wrong (1 Kings 3:9). Furthermore, the soul and spirit must converge with one's emotions and free will in the heart (2 Corinthians 4:16), creating the center of one's character (Matthew 15:18), or the seat of conscience and moral character: a metaphysical heart.
When we raise questions about one's ability to make moral decisions, we essentially suggest that there are "freebie" grace cards for those with mental illnesses. But Paul reminds us that "we must all appear before the judgment seat of Christ, so that each one may receive what is due for what he has done in the body, whether good or evil" (2 Cor. 5:10). He also tells us, "For the Spirit God gave us does not make us timid, but gives us power, love and self-discipline" (2 Tim. 1:7).
To answer all those who wish to downplay the full humanity or moral capacity of the mentally ill, I have learned three important truths: 1. Stigma is an enemy of recovery, because mental illness is treatable. 2. Christians have a spiritual duty to welcome and support the mentally ill where they are, and to show them the patience and love of Christ. 3. The strength to persevere is found in God through prayer, during treatment and throughout life.
I believe God fully desires a close relationship with many like my father. He cares about their actions, their thoughts, and their behaviors, regardless of their current cognitive ability. I also believe that therapy and medications are God-honoring tools. These tools can enable those afflicted with Huntington's disease and other mental disorders to bring glory to their Heavenly Father.
And someday, I hope to have a conversation with my God about the impact those with mental illness had in expanding His kingdom.
